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Western Desert


Mussolini’s Grand Designs


In 1915 Italy was enticed by Britain and France to join the war against the Central Powers. The ‘carrot’ was a promise that Italy would be able to satisfy her territorial ambitions against Austria-Hungary. In the postwar settlement, however, Italy did not receive the rewards promised and this provoked bitter resentment amongst the Italian nationalists. Another source of nationalist resentment was the fact that the European powers had annexed almost all of the worthwhile African colonies. Italy was left with a few marginal areas once the other nations had taken their pick. This dissatisfaction with the status quo, together with almost insurmountable political and economic ills, created the setting for the rise of Benito Mussolini and his Fascist Party which gained power in 1922. This social, political and economic environment was not too dissimilar to that which gave rise to Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party in Germany a decade later.
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Benito Mussolini was born in 1883 and served as a junior non-commissioned officer in World War I. After the seizure of power by his Fascist Party in 1922 he ruled Italy as a dictator. His ambition was to restore Rome’s ancient prestige. To this end he expanded Italy’s military forces to such an extent that they could be neither adequately maintained nor sustained. (Art by Jeff Isaacs)


Mussolini longed to restore the glory of the days of the Roman Empire, but Italy’s economic and industrial weakness and the relative strength of France and Britain restricted his expansionist dreams. However events in the early 1930s offered Mussolini hope. Japan had occupied Manchuria in 1931 and, while this provoked widespread condemnation, no major power had intervened. In 1935 Hitler renounced the Treaty of Versailles and openly expanded and strengthened his armed forces—again neither France nor Britain took any meaningful action. Britain’s response was to adopt a policy of appeasement towards Germany.


Encouraged by these events Mussolini invaded Ethiopia in October 1935—a move that was seen by Britain as a potential threat to Egypt. While Britain’s only response to Germany’s actions in 1935 had been to pursue a strategy of appeasement, Italy’s conduct was roundly condemned by the British. Sanctions were imposed and the British fleet in the Mediterranean mobilised. Mussolini exploited Britain’s actions, further inflaming nationalist sentiment and uniting his people behind him. Ironically, this also strengthened the bonds between Italy and Germany and clearly influenced Mussolini’s decision to join Germany in committing troops in support of the Nationalist rebels in the Spanish Civil War in mid-1936.


In the second half of the 1930s, Mussolini’s respect and admiration for, and perhaps even jealousy of, Hitler reached new heights given the ease with which Hitler appeared able to manipulate Britain and France. In 1938 Hitler annexed Austria and the Sudetenland, with Czechoslovakia falling to Germany within six months. These actions failed to merit serious intervention from Britain or France.
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The Western Powers influence in the region


Emboldened and desperate to be seen as a key player in international affairs, Mussolini invaded Albania and, in May 1939, signed the Pact of Steel with Germany, which provided Italy a level of assurance in further pursuing her territorial ambitions. Britain’s reaction was to sign a joint declaration of mutual assistance with Turkey. In the same month, and to visibly reinforce their warning to Italy, Britain and France promised to come to the aid of Greece if she were to be invaded. This action angered Mussolini as it threatened his oil supply from the Black Sea, restricted the operation of his air bases in the Dodecanese Islands, and was yet another example to him of French and British attempts to restrict Italy’s imperial dreams.


In September 1939 Germany invaded Poland. Mussolini’s belief that Italy still had time to prepare for war was shaken when Germany’s Blitzkrieg tactics saw Poland surrender within a month; Denmark and Norway within another two months; and the capitulation of Holland, Belgium and France by mid-June 1940. Britain was now alone and it was clear to Mussolini that she could not last long.


While the speed of Hitler’s conquests caught Mussolini by surprise, it also offered him a unique opportunity. On 10 June 1940, certain that France was about to fall and that Britain would not be long behind, he declared war on both countries and ordered his commander of forces in Libya, Marshal Rodolfo ‘Lucky’ Graziani, to seize Egypt.


Mussolini saw Egypt as a valuable prize. He knew that any invasion of Egypt was unlikely to provoke competition or interference from Germany. He also recognised that, with France already out of the way, the occupation of Egypt would provide an ideal opportunity to destroy Britain’s power in the Mediterranean—the only remaining threat to Italian expansionist dreams in Africa. In addition, the acquisition of Egypt, which sat between Italian possessions in Libya, Eritrea, Somaliland and Ethiopia, presented a unique opportunity to consolidate the Italian colonies. Finally, the annexation of Egypt would hand him control of the strategically important Suez Canal.


The Importance of Egypt to Britain


The Suez Canal was opened in 1869 and its strategic importance was immediately recognised by Britain as Egypt became a key air and sea communications point from Britain to Africa, the Mediterranean, India, Asia and Australia. Egypt was also the point at which forces from all parts of the Commonwealth, with the exception of Canada, could most easily be concentrated. Australian and British forces had combined in Egypt in late 1914 and were to do so again in 1940. The canal’s safety was a dominant factor in British foreign policy and in fact, by 1940, the primary role of British forces in Egypt was to provide protection for the Suez Canal.


Notwithstanding the supposed strength of the Italian armed forces, it had always been assumed, not least by the British Commander-in-Chief in the Middle East, General Lord Wavell, that the Mediterranean could be dominated by Franco–British warships. Similarly, General Wavell believed that French forces in Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Syria and French Somaliland, especially when combined with British forces in Egypt, would provide a strong buttress to limit Italian designs on North Africa.


With the fall of France in June 1940 however, Britain lost a valuable ally whose regional presence in the Mediterranean was both strategically located and militarily strong. Crucially, the British also realised that the French colonies were now open to infiltration by Germany through her Italian ally. The Mediterranean, which was a vital line of communication for Britain, had just become a much more dangerous place.
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The RAF Hawker Hurricane was superior to anything the Italian Air Force could pitch against it in the Western Desert in 1941.
(AWM 020690)


Italy’s Preparedness for War


Italy was as ill prepared for war in June 1940 as she had been in September 1939. Her military commitments in Ethiopia in 1935, Spain in 1936 and Albania in 1939 had seriously depleted her military inventory, stressed her industrial and economic base, and highlighted serious shortcomings in her military forces that had not been addressed. As Italy’s Commander-in-Chief, Mussolini, who had served as a corporal in World War I, had no experience of command, little under-standing of higher level military planning and was ignorant of the concept of logistics. Nor was there an effective High Command, as there was in Germany, to support Mussolini and to at least move to temper some of his more extreme military decisions. The impressively titled Commando Supremo military headquarters in Rome was ‘supreme’ in name only. Real planning was conducted on a single-service basis with no central coordination and, due to interservice rivalry and competition for resources, little or no interservice cooperation.
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Few roads and passable tracks existed in the Western Desert theatre. Troops were faced with drifting seas of sand that were virtually impassable to vehicles. This picture shows a patrol from the 2/7th Battalion in Libya.


(AWM 007407)


Italy’s forces, massive on paper, were severely under-equipped and operationally hampered. The Army’s artillery was outdated and the battalions barely had enough pots and pans to feed their troops. The Italian Air Force, the Regia Aeronautica, suffered appalling problems with serviceability, lacked spare parts, and its best fighters were totally outclassed by the British Hurricane. Even the internationally admired Italian Navy, the Regia Marina, compared poorly with the British Mediterranean Fleet.


Military Topography


The area over which the Western Desert campaign was fought was approximately 800 kilometres long and 250 kilometres wide. From a military perspective, the most difficult characteristic of this area was its almost total lack of landmarks. To attempt to navigate on anything but the one main road, the Via Balbia, required not only a compass and a good map (the former being in short supply to both sides and the latter very rare to all) but also an ability to navigate by the sun and stars, as well as a great deal of luck. In this way, the desert was analogous to the sea. Indeed, the Australian journalist Alan Moorehead, then a correspondent in Egypt for the London Daily Express, described it thus:


Each truck or tank was as individual as a destroyer, and each squadron of tanks or guns made great sweeps across the desert as a battle-squadron at sea will vanish over the horizon … When you made contact with the enemy you manoeuvred about him for a place to strike much as two fleets will steam into positions for action.


Within the entire battle area there were only a few regions that were not desert. Even the more populated coastal plain was impassable in places and was bordered on the south by the 150-metre-high escarpment of the Libyan Plateau. This escarpment was of particular significance as it was passable to vehicles in only a few places and, consequently, tended to channel movement. The southern boundary of the desert was marked by the oases at Siwa and Giarabub, beyond which lay the impassable sand seas of Libya. The Qattara Depression, which marked the eastern boundary of the desert for military purposes, was a huge area of impossible going that extended for about 40 kilometres from the coast at El Alamein to the sand dunes of the Egyptian sand sea.




Lesson 1 – Maps:


Good maps are essential for desert operations. In the Western Desert Italian maps were next to useless, with markings for landmarks often several kilometres out. Italian troops frequently became lost using their own maps, even when travelling on roads and known tracks. It was evident that the Italians had conducted little reconnaissance to update or confirm their maps. The arriving German Army found captured British maps excellent and reproduced them for their troops.





Water was extremely scarce and population almost non-existent, except in the tiny coastal settlements. Apart for the Via Balbia, the main lines of communication were ill-defined tracks. The climate varied from ‘impossibly hot by day to bloody cold at night’ and the sand and flies were constant irritants. On the rare occasions when it rained, the desert was transformed into a sea of mud. Yet, in the main, the desert was not an unhealthy place in which to live and fight. From the perspective of a military commander, the desert’s main characteristic was that it produced nothing to support an army and all that was required for operations had to be carried there.




THE LEADERS





Italian Commanders


Within weeks of Italy’s declaration of war against Great Britain and France, Mussolini’s plans to capture Egypt suffered a major setback. On 28 June 1940 Marshal Italo Balbo, the Governor of Libya and Commander-in-Chief of Italy’s forces in Libya, was killed when his aircraft was shot down over Tobruk by anti-aircraft gunners from the cruiser San Giorgio which was riding at anchor in the harbour. Balbo’s replacement was Marshal Rodolfo ‘Lucky’ Graziani (refer to Biographies). Graziani’s brutally effective suppression of colonial rebellions in the early 1930s and later as Viceroy of Ethiopia had brought him to Mussolini’s attention. By the mid-1930s, Graziani had earned the dubious nickname ‘the Butcher of the Desert’ and was considered by his superiors in Rome to be the Italian Army’s pre-eminent desert warfare expert. Despite the fact that he had been in command of Italian forces in their abortive invasion of southern France in June 1940, Graziani was the natural choice to assume command following Balbo’s untimely death.


Graziani assumed command in Libya and was quickly besieged by demands from Mussolini to name a date for the commencement of an offensive against Britain and the conquest of Egypt. Mussolini was keen to show Adolf Hitler, his partner in the Pact of Steel, that Italy was both prepared and able to play a key role in the war against Britain. Perhaps more opportunistically, however, Mussolini was also looking to use Hitler’s planned invasion of the English mainland, Operation Sea Lion, as the opportunity to attack a weakened and isolated British Egypt. Graziani stonewalled, oblivious to Mussolini’s entreaties, mustering every conceivable reason for delaying the attack. His litany of excuses included the weather, a lack of water, inadequate transport, and the need for more armour. Regardless of the nature of his reasons, there was no doubt that Graziani was a realist. Britain had been quick to take the initiative following the declaration of war and had constantly attacked the Italians at every opportunity. The British had shown themselves worthy of far more respect than the poorly equipped tribesmen the Italian Army had fought up to that point. Graziani was fearful of a total disaster and continued to provide excuses rather than action.
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BRITISH SUPPLY SYSTEM IN THE WESTERN DESERT


The desert has often been called a tactician’s paradise and a quartermaster’s hell. Certainly, supply was the dominant and constant issue of the war, for both sides, as is evident from General O’Connor’s quote that ‘victory depended on the three-tonner’. The ‘3-tonner’ being the standard British army truck at the time. The featureless and desolate plains over which the Diggers and the Italians fought could provide nothing to sustain an army. Everything had to be carried, including the soldiers. Additionally, the distances over which supplies had to be carried were greater than any British experience in European wars and the wear and tear on the vehicles was immense.


To help overcome the shortage of transport, the British became adept at utilising supply dumps. In preparation for the opening of O’Connor’s offensive in December 1940, Wavell arranged for dumps of ammunition, water and petrol to be positioned between the then British lines and those of the Italians. “Several days’ supplies for the whole force were actually stored some 20 to 30 miles in advance of our fortified lines, covered only by our advanced patrols.”


It was one of those ironies of war that the further an army advanced the harder it was to keep the forces supplied. Initially, the Italians were at a disadvantage after their advance into Egypt.; the distances that had to be covered to maintain their heavily defended forts near Sollum and Sidi Barrani caused the Italian commander, Graziani, extreme concern. However, as the Italians retreated after the December counter-attack by the British Western Desert Force, their supply situation actually improved. Conversely, the British were initially well supplied from their bases within Egypt, but became severely stretched as they chased the Italians back into Cyrenaica.


Both sides suffered shortages of ammunition, water and, especially, fuel, at crucial moments. It was a characteristic of operations in North Africa between 1940 and 1943, that rapid advances were often swiftly followed by equally rapid retreats.


O’Connor’s capture of the town of Bardia in January 1941, was invaluable to the Western Desert Force. Not only was the port taken intact, but over 700 trucks were also captured, along with fuel, water and other supplies.


Sources:
Latimer, Operation Compass 1940
Morehead, Desert War
Porch, D., Hitler’s Mediterranean Gamble
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ITALIAN SUPPLY SYSTEM IN THE WESTERN DESERT


Some historians have asserted that the defeat of Italian forces in the Western Desert campaign was due to the Royal Navy (RN) being able to successfully block the Italian ports in North Africa. However, the Italians were generally able to get approximately 90 percent their supplies through the RN blockades. The main exception to this was between September and December 1940, in the period leading up to Wavell’s counter attack against Italian forces. Over this period the RN on Malta, informed by Ultra intelligence, was able to both interdict Italian convoys and severely restrict their freedom of movement.


This was not the only supply concern to the Italian commander in Libya, Graziani. He was also restricted by the availability of suitable ports to unload those ships that did get through. For example, the largest Libyan port was Tripoli. Yet this could only handle, under ideal conditions, about five large cargo ships or four troop transports at a time, or 45,000 tonnes a month. The next largest, Benghazi, struggled due to air attacks to accept even three large cargo ships at a time and, at best, could only manage 24,000 tonnes per month. These ports were approximately 2,600 km and 1,600 km, respectively, from the Egyptian frontier and the absence of trucks and infrastructure (there was only one tarmac road and no rail) hampered the delivery of stores to their dependant units.


Closer to the front, Tobruk could only handle 18,000 tonnes a month. In the lead-up to Wavell’s attack, neither Benghazi nor Tobruk would have managed any where near this tonnage due to the constant air attacks. This becomes particularly relevant when you consider the tonnages Graziani required just to maintain his forces and allow for some reconnaissance and mobility. The average Italian division required between 3,000 & 5,000 tonnes a month. In December 1940, Graziani fielded the equivalent of fourteen divisions in Libya. While many of these divisions were under strength and in static positions, the development of extensive defensive positions at fortresses like Bardia and Tobruk, and the lavish tastes of many of the officers, would have increased the tonnages normally required. Even assuming that the entire Italian force could have been maintained on around 50,000 tonnes per month, this would have severally stressed their supply and transport systems.
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Sources:
Benedetti, ‘Quartermaster’s Nightmare?’
Walker, Iron Hulls





Finally, on 7 September 1940, Mussolini issued Graziani an ultimatum—he could either attack or be sacked. Faced with no alternative, Graziani finally launched a cautious advance into Egypt, but after just four days, and having travelled fewer than 100 kilometres, Graziani halted his advance, citing supply problems. The Australian and British forces were quick to nickname Graziani’s advance a Sitzkrieg—a larrikin play on the German Blitzkrieg. All of Mussolini’s threats, cajoling and bluster could not dislodge Graziani’s army from the defensive positions that his troops now adopted.


At the time of the British offensive to drive Graziani’s troops back into Libya, the Italian Tenth Army was under the command of General Italo Gariboldi. An experienced and decorated World War I soldier and veteran of the fighting in Italian East Africa, he was nevertheless unprepared for the British counter-attacks of December 1940 and January 1941. Despite this he eventually assumed command from Graziani after the poor performance of the Italian troops in these battles and was responsible for forming a working alliance with General Rommel after the arrival of the Deutsches Afrika Korps in February 1941.


With the commencement of the British offensive in December 1940, the lion’s share of the campaign initially fell to Lieutenant-General Annibale Bergonzoli, the commander of the fort at Bardia and, later, Tobruk (refer to Biographies). Nicknamed ‘Electric Whiskers’ due to the large, fiery red beard he sported, he had a reputation as a tough commander and fighter—just what Mussolini required in Libya. As if to confirm this impression, in late December 1940 ‘Electric Whiskers’ advised Mussolini that he was ‘aware of the honour, and I have today repeated to my troops your message – simple and unequivocal. In Bardia we are, and in Bardia we stay.’ Bergonzoli was, however, among the first to escape Bardia when the Australians attacked, leaving his divisional commanders and their men to their fate.


Some Italian commanders, however, such as the armoured group commander General Babini, showed initiative, imagination and bravery during the campaign, organising counter-attacks against the British and orchestrating the artillery. Others remained at their post until they were killed, fighting alongside their troops, as did the divisional commander, General Maletti. A few, especially among the armoured units, were aggressive, flexible and courageous, as evidenced by General Tellera’s role in leading the last Italian armoured charge at Beda Fomm.


British and Australian Commanders


General Sir Archibald Wavell was appointed Commander-in-Chief of Middle East Command, Cairo, in mid-1939 (refer to Biographies). The task he had been given by the British Government was clear—to protect British interests in the region, particularly Egypt. This was an extremely daunting task given the very limited military resources at his disposal. It was especially daunting considering that his command included Egypt, Sudan, Palestine, Transjordan, Cyprus, Iraq, Aden, the Persian Gulf, Ethiopia, Somaliland, Eritrea, British East Africa and the Balkans. Wavell set himself an additional task, however, in ensuring that his forces were ready to assume the offensive with minimum lead time so as to dominate the Mediterranean, which he saw as the decisive theatre of war. This presented its own challenge as war with Germany appeared increasingly likely and, if this occurred, the focus for reinforcements would be Europe, not the Mediterranean.
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